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Salvation in a Palace:
Luxurious Representation of Political Spirituality in Iran
Zahra Khoshk jan
Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman, Iran
z.khoshkjan@uk.ac.ir

The present study tries to answer this question: Why is the mausoleum of Imam Reza (a holy saint
shrine) one of the most luxurious and expensive buildings in the world? By staying in Mashhad as
a pilgrim, the researcher conducted 45 participatory and semi-structured interviews with pilgrims
in two consecutive stages. For analysing the collected data, a qualitative research method was used
based on Constructing Grounded Theory. The concept of ‘the politics of constructing spirituality’ as
the core category referred to the fact that the main reasons for the luxury and magnificence of Imam
Reza’s mausoleum in Iran, are as follows: the existence of political-religious discourse in Iran,
trying to continue the process of political socialisation via pilgrimage, representation and induction
of symbols of political spirituality, the bond between spiritual salvation, pilgrimage and political
liberation.
Key Words: pilgrimage, political spirituality, political Islam, sacred art, hierophany, constructing
Grounded Theory, mausoleum of Imam Reza

Introduction
One of the holiest pilgrimage destinations for Shia
believers of the Twelve Imams, especially the Iranian
Shia followers, is the mausoleum of Imam Reza, the
eighth Imam of the Shia. This holy shrine is located in
Mashhad, in Iran. As the place where a divine saint is
buried, the mausoleum has a huge spiritual and mystical
importance for Iranian Shia believers. With an average of
28 million pilgrims (Iranians and non-Iranians) per year,
the Imam’s mausoleum is one of the most popular and
luxurious religious sites in the world and is comparable
with several other religious complexes such as ‘Saint
Peter’s Tomb’ in the Vatican, ‘Mahabodhi Temple’ in
India, ‘Mount Emei’ in China and ‘Lumbini’ in Nepal
(https://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/6194/),
and
also pilgrimage destinations such as the Ganges River in
India with about 20 million pilgrims per year, Kaaba with
about 13 million pilgrims and the Church of Guadalupe
in Mexico City with about 10 million pilgrims per year
(Education World, 2010).
This mausoleum is managed by Astan Quds Razavi,
the largest religious- economic institution in Iran
which provides extensive services in the financial,
pharmaceutical, medical and banking, sectors. Regardless

of the wealth of this institution (which is not the focus of
this article), the important thing for the researcher was to
analyse the meaning for pilgrims of this mausoleum and
to answer two very important questions:
1. How do Imam Reza pilgrims define the luxuriousness
of the shrine?
2. In the opinion of pilgrims, why is the mausoleum of
Imam Reza so luxurious?
As a sociologist living in Iran, the researcher was well
aware of the fact that pilgrimage to the mausoleum of
Imam Reza is common among Iranians. The magnificence
of this mausoleum has been widely taken for granted
due to recurring media and collective representations of
this magnificence. Understanding the mental reality of
the pilgrim was the ultimate goal of the researcher, as
a social religious activist who conducted interactive and
focused interviews.
Crossing the boundaries of constructed realities in
Iranian society required conducting interviews in two
stages and in two different ways. In the first stage, the
questions were asked in a simple and ordinary way as a
simple conversation between two pilgrims (interviewer
and interviewee). In the second stage, the researcher (as a
pilgrim) deliberately designed challenges and paradoxes
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Figure 1: External View of Mausoleum of Imam Reza, Mashhad, Iran

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imam_Reza_shrine#/media/File:RezaShrine.jpg
Figure 2: Night Time View of Mausoleum of Imam Reza, Mashhad, Iran

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imam_Reza_shrine#/media/File:Imam_Reza_shrine.jpg
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Figure 3: Internal Decoration, Mausoleum of Imam Reza, Mashhad, Iran

Wikipedia image - https://tinyurl.com/mr48ft2z

for the pilgrims based on reality, to understand their
meaning system, by removing the meaning layers of
discourse constructs. The interesting thing was that by
posing these challenges, this meaning system would find
a voice.

Methodological Background
The questions asked by the researcher seem to be simple
with short answers, however, the main problem and
concern of the researcher was to understand the meaning
system of the pilgrims, regardless of the representation of
existing discourse stereotypes. In doing this, there were
two important obstacles: first, the existing discourse
system, which, like any other discourse system, is full of
multiple layers of constructed meanings and stereotypes
that socialise the actor’s mind based on a particular
meaning system. Second, the mental resistance of the
pilgrims since the existing reality is taken for granted,
or as Berger and Lukman state, the existing phenomenon
is internalised as a natural phenomenon (Berger &
Lukmann, 1996:180).
Constructing grounded theory (using the Charmaz
approach) was considered as the most efficient method
to answer the research questions. The Charmaz approach
is based on mutual interaction between the observer
(researcher) and observee (research subject). Charmaz
believes that the researcher’s prior knowledge can
reinforce the data of field research (provided that it does

not define and distort the project direction). This approach,
while being close to an in-depth ethnographic study,
attempts to understand the existing lived meaning (free
from stereotypes and habits) through close interaction
with people. Hence, from the Charmaz viewpoint (as a
constructivist), the ontological pragmatist constructing
grounded theory and its relative epistemology is based
on avoiding the essentialism of existing reality (Kailah,
2019).
It should be noted that in the constructionist approach,
reality is not a self-evident, autonomous and essentialist
entity, but it is a process-based construct that can change
or even collapse after the temporary establishment
of meaning in a certain place and time (Van der van,
2002). From Berger’s point of view, social reality in
any form is conditional, relational and process-based.
Thus, according to Burr Vivien, social constructionism
has a critical and impartial approach to reality, and the
first approach of a constructionist as a researcher is to
adopt a critical stance vis-a-vis the existing reality, cross
meaning categories and constructed layers (Burr, 1995).
From Charmaz’s viewpoint, this approach to reality is
very interesting. Thus, in constructing grounded theory,
the researcher is a part of an existing lived reality and
at the same time maintains their meaning distance to
avoid meaning bias. He/She maintains an interactive
relationship with the researched reality, and by using
acute theoretical sensitivity, it is possible to analyse the
reality and present a new conceptual classification of it.
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Constructing Grounded Theory (CGT) has two stages
based on coding and analysis: the first stage includes
naming all of the components of the available data
(interview, document or any data collected by the
researcher) and the second stage is for obtaining the most
iterative code and organising data accordingly (Charmaz,
2014). In fact, what is important in this approach is the
constant comparative analysis method1 of situational
data, the extraction of rich data from the meaning of
reality (as represented in the minds of actors) and the
construction of a theory consistent with the existing reality
(Farasatkhah, 2018). Therefore, considering the high
theoretical sensitivity of the researcher, their knowledge
of the research condition and their own analysis (not his/
her personal point of view) is very important.
According to Charmaz, through this constant and
interactive comparison of data with each other, the
initial constructed theoretical assumptions are tested,
analysed, refined and re-analysed, and the codes that are
more suitable for conceptualisation and final theoretical
construction are found (until saturation point is reached).
These selected codes and concepts have a certain analytical
power that can provide insights and knowledge about the
current situation that cannot be found elsewhere. Hence,
CGT can be one step ahead of other grounded-theory
methods (classical and paradigmatic) (Charmaz, 2014).
By adopting this research approach and by staying in
Mashhad and attending the mausoleum of the eighth
Imam as a pilgrim, the researcher asked questions of the
pilgrims in a process of participation and in the form of
participatory, interactive and in-depth interviews (called
concentrated interviews by Charmaz). Interviews,
data analysis, and concept extraction continued until
theoretical saturation was reached. Finally, in order to
validate the data, the researcher constantly compared the
final concepts and categories with the original raw codes
in addition to referring to key informants (Iranian clerics
and sociologists) (Comparing sentence by sentence,
1 From Charmaz’s point of view, CGT is based on the constant
comparative method between coded or named data, thus,
she strongly recommends the cyclical process of note-taking
and memo-writing so that the researcher can construct
the initial conceptual categories. This process allows the
researcher to encode and analyse existing data as an action
on the part of the participant, not merely as their relatively
fixed characteristics (Charmaz, 2014).

concept by concept and code by code). In addition, the
final constructed theory was compared with the raw data,
and the researcher found that the final constructed theory
and categories were able to explain most of the data
items.

Theoretical Background
It should be noted that theoretically this research is based
on three main approaches: Michel Foucault’s theory of
political spirituality, Max Weber’s theory of salvation
goods, Mircea Eliade’s theory of Hierophany and sacred
art. In addition, Rudolf Otto’s theoretical approaches
to exploring sacred phenomenon and Henry Corbin’s
approach to Iranian Islam were also used.
Foucault (1979) problematises religion by posing
religious questions and issues and challenging the
prevailing religious paradigms. He first used this approach
in relation to gender and the concept of sin. To this end,
he connects the concepts of physical discipline, spiritual
corporality, and then political spirituality. For the first
time in his sociological analysis of the Iranian revolution
in 1979, he used ‘political spirituality’, believing that
religion could not and should not be studied in a vacuum.
Thus, with a discursive view of religion, he sought to
understand the fact that religion constructs the subject by
creating new power.
In his view, political spirituality represents a meaning
discourse system in which the spiritual act not only
mobilises political will but also represents political power.
He believes that the spiritual act is the construction of
the subject through a set of power relations that shape
life, body, self, religious beliefs, religious rituals and
ceremonies. Religion constructs and displays power
relations. It establishes and maintains a system of
control through the mechanism of pastoral authority. In
a discourse centred on political spirituality, religion is
established as a political power that puts people under
a certain control system, a system in which the spiritual
act, like the sexual act, is not considered separate from
political structures, requirements, and laws (Carrette,
2000).
Adopted by Max Weber, the concept of goods of
salvation mainly served to describe and analyse the
process of creating meaning that was established and
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maintained in Protestantism to create the spirit of Western
capitalism. Weber believed that religion cannot meet the
psychological-meaning needs of its followers in order to
make life purposeful and rational by making the goods of
salvation and making salvation available (in this world
or the other).
For Weber, the goods of salvation are either the goal or
the tools for a certain end, both of which are constructed
in the light of religious meaning. In his view, religions
provide the goals of salvation that may be achieved
through the tools of salvation. Thus, individuals can
use the tools of salvation in a completely rational and
reasonable way to achieve the goals of future salvation.
Tools of salvation e.g. rituals, good deeds, ascetic
individual evolution, having belief or holding religious
sacraments can become the goals of salvation. Striving
for future goals provides a person with a way of life
and a type of habitus which gives him/her rapid mental
gratification. Therefore, what matters is the awareness,
feeling and having a permanent religious orientation
that maintains individuals’ relationship with the divinity.
The assurance of grace is the greatest good of salvation,
whether this assurance is obtained in a mystical manner
or a more pragmatic and ethical method (Weber, 1978).
The concept of Hierophany was adopted by Mircea
Eliade to describe the sacred and distinguish it from
the profane. However, before Eliade, Durkheim defined
religion as an immaterial social being, which was in
fact human’s attempt to understand and give meaning to
the world as well as his/her social life. He considered
religion as a combination of the sacred, ordinary object
and rituals which possess a meaningful, cohesive and
valuable character with collective functions (Durkheim,
2004).
Eliade also divides the world into the sacred and profane.
He believes that the basis of this division is the meaning
and understanding of the world. In his view, ordinary
objects (e.g. a stone, a tree, a building, a human being,
etc.) have the ability to be transformed and turned into
the sacred by the manifestation of the sacred, which he
calls Hierophany. Hirophany is the manifestation of the
sacred. It is transcendental, out of reach and ambiguous,
but nevertheless, it is highly meaningful and even
necessary (Eliade,1996).

These concepts will be thoroughly explained in the
analysis section.

Findings
Overall, 45 interviews were carried out in two
interconnected
stages
(non-challenging
stage,
challenging stage) with different pilgrims, from which,
235 primary raw codes were extracted. Through constant
comparative analysis, data refinement, elimination of
duplicate codes and refinement of similar codes, a total
of 71 concepts were extracted and constructed, which
were conceptualised in the form of five general concepts
and one core category.
The interviews were conducted in two stages: In the first
stage, after a simple conversation with the pilgrim and
even accompanying them in performing the rituals, the
following simple question was asked: why do you think
the tomb of the eighth Imam is magnificent? The answers
had a spiritual and even mystical nature. Pilgrims defined
magnificence as a spiritual feeling that stems from the
‘Hierophany of the Imam’s presence’ and attributed the
magnificence of the tomb to ‘the Imam’s sacred status.’
In the second stage (challenge stage), the researcher tried
to challenge the pilgrim’s mind by presenting a series
of paradoxes. Unlike the first stage, the answers were
profane, political and even critical. Pilgrims defined
magnificence as profane, which resulted from the use
of ‘luxurious sacred art’ in the tomb, and attributed the
magnificence to the ‘political spirituality’ and ‘Shia
religious economy.’
In addition, the construct of ‘salvation goods’, as the core
category, can explain why the tomb of the eighth Shia
Imam in Iran is magnificent from the perspective of his
pilgrims.
The categories, concepts, and sample data of each
concept are listed in Table 1.

167

Khoshk jan

Salvation in a Palace: Luxurious Representation of Political Spirituality in Iran
Table 1: Overview of Findings

Stage

Categories

Concepts

Sample data of each concept
The value of each position belongs to the
person in which he / she is located.

Nonchallenging
Stage

Imam is:
- A saint
- The most perfect man
Why is the mausoleum of Imam
- The master of Shia believers
Reza magnificent?
- The controller of all things
- The martyr
The sacred dignity of Imam
- The mediator of divine grace
- A political and spiritual leader
- A chosen leader by God

Why does the mausoleum of
Imam Reza look magnificent?
Hierophany of the Imam’s
Presence

Why does the mausoleum of
Imam Reza look magnificent?
Luxurious sacred art

- The presence of the eighth Imam
- Imam’s presence and observation
- A spiritual and sacred atmosphere
- The mystical attraction of the
Imam
- The feeling of spiritual and
psychological inferiority to
Imam

Imam Reza is the only Shia Imam buried
in Iran
Imam is the guest of Iranians
Building a magnificent mausoleum for
such an Imam is not only necessary,
but it is the duty of Iranians
The least we can do for the Imam is to
build a mausoleum for him
For us, Imam has a position that many
religions assume for their saints or
even God
There is a heavenly and sacred vibe in
here
Imam Reza is not only buried in the tomb,
but he is present in it
His presence is like the manifestation of
divine light in a specific part of Iran
Imam is alive, and oversees our actions
The atmosphere of the shrine is sacred
and heavenly

The magnificent engineering of this tomb
is stunning
- Special architecture
All this gold and its beautiful shining
- Special lighting and exquisite
enchants every human being
mirrors
The artistic decorations used in this
- Special artistic decorations
building are unique and attractive
- The use of high quality, expensive
The architecture here is complicated,
and rare materials and gold in the
unfathomable and beyond ordinary
structure
comprehension just like Imam Reza
himself

It is because of the government ... and
religious ideology in Iran
It is a demonstration of the power of Shia
- Special type of Iranian political
in Iran
system
Challenging
... to compete with the House of Saud
- A religious government
Stage
In Iran, religion, politics and spirituality
- Political Islam
are combined
- Shia political ideology
To
justify and strengthen political
Why is the mausoleum of Imam - Velayat-efaqih:(the Rule of the
legitimacy
Reza magnificent?
Jurisprudent)
To justify the religious aristocracy ruling
- Combination of political
Iran
Political spirituality
liberation and spiritual salvation
The billion-dollar wealth of Astan
- A political game
Shia religious economy
Quds Razavi is due to the gifts and
- Political exploitation of a spiritual
oblations of the people
matter
Many Shia believers offer their khums
- Representation of Shia power
and zakat here
- Imām's financial Share
Many lands, gardens, shops and
- Salvation goods
buildings are dedicated to the Shrine
of the Imam every year which will be
given to Astan Quds
Core category

The politics of constructing spirituality
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First Stage (non-challenging stage):

the infallible,
the most perfect man,
completely needless,
God’s messenger,
the mediator between of God and people,
the light of truth,
the master of Shia believers,
the mediator of divine grace,
the healer,
the possessor of divine wisdom and knowledge,
the possessor transcendent powers,
an unfathomable human being,
the controller of all things,
the solver of all problems,
the martyr of the lonely, oppressed and powerful.

Why is the tomb of the eighth Imam magnificent?
The sacred dignity of the eighth Imam
There were two interesting points in the pilgrims’
answers. First, from the viewpoint of almost all of
them, this question seemed strange and unnecessary.
Second, they all came up with the same answers without
hesitation, with similar concepts.
According to the pilgrims, because the shrine is the
tomb of an Imam, it is a ‘special sacred place’ with the
following characteristics: a piece of paradise, a place on
the wings of angels, a strong shelter, the most special
place in Iran, the centre of Iran, the glorious house of
the Lord, a place for salvation, a place of rest, a place of
worshipping, a place of repentance, a place of connection
between earth and heaven.
The emphasis on special sacredness was in fact a meaning
distinction, which Mircea Eliade makes between the
sacred and the profane. According to Eliade, there are
two aspects of existence in the world, the sacred and the
profane; the sacred is an absolute truth that transcends
this world and manifests itself in this world (Eliade,
1967). The sacred contains a meaning that gives the
believer direction, purpose and motivation. It makes
them dependent on the sacred and its manifestation
(Eliade, 1959).
This meaning differentiation creates a clear boundary
between what Eliade calls, outside and inside. From the
pilgrims’ point of view, this boundary distinguishes the
outside world from the shrine and Astan Quds Razavi.
This is the rupture that Eliade sees in the integration of
place and space: the entrance to the sacred place is a
threshold that distinguishes the inside from the outside.
Threshold is a place of transition from the profane to the
sacred and a transcendent space and place (Eliade, 1996).
From this point of view, the sacredness of this place is
due to the presence of the tomb of the eighth Imam of
Shia, a divine transcendental being that has the following
characteristics:
a saint,
beyond an ordinary man,
chosen by God,

Therefore, from the pilgrims’ point of view, creating
a magnificent building befitting the character of the
infallible Imam is not just acceptable but necessary
because of the Imam sacred dignity and because Imam
Reza is the only Shia Imam buried in Iran.
Imam is a guest and lonely in Iran. The more
magnificent his shrine is, the more it shows our
hospitality.
From this point of view, the necessity of building a
magnificent tomb for the eighth Imam is due to: the
hospitality of the Iranians, the loneliness of the Imam, the
devotion of the Iranian Shia believers, and the spiritual
and psychological reliance of the Iranians on the Imam.
Why does the tomb look magnificent?
Hierophany of the Imam’s Presence
‘The presence of the eighth Imam’ is a concept that the
pilgrims referred to as the reason for the sacredness
of the place as well as their definition of the Imam
mausoleum’s magnificence. From this point of view, the
Imam is not only buried in the place, but he also has a
‘presence’, which means that pilgrims have an encounter
with the sacred. Defined as the ‘Imam’s presence and
observation’, this sense of presence is a manifestation of
the sacred in the place, which Eliade calls Hierophany:
believers always believe that the sacred is an
absolute reality and transcends this world but
manifests itself in this world, thereby sanctifying
it and making it real (Eliade, 1967:20).
As a result, the place is sanctified by sacred manifestation
and has a sacred vibe. In such an atmosphere, humans
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can establish a direct connection with the sacred (Eliade,
1967).
From the pilgrims’ point of view, this Hierophany
creates a dual and even paradoxical feeling that results
from the simultaneity of fear and security, humility
and humiliation, which, according to Rudolf Otto, is
characteristic of the sacred. Otto uses the concept of
numinous instead of sacred. This is a deeply and sincerely
felt religious experience, a wholly other2 that represents
itself through symbols and objective values. While being
farfetched, numinous is near and accessible, and while
being ambiguous, it is also transparent and clear. Otto
uses the concept of ‘mysterium tremendum’ (mystical
dread) to describe this particular experience.
In his view, believers experience three special senses
while facing numinous:
1. Creature-feeling - an expression that Otto uses instead
of Schleiermacher’s feeling of absolute dependence.
2. Fear felt while encountering a terrifying secret, which
Otto calls numinous dread.
3. Feeling of passion and enthusiasm in reaching the
sacred (Otto, 2005:45).
In this regard, the pilgrims, while emphasising the
existence of all three states, described their encounter
with the Hierophany or numinous of the Eighth Imam
with the following concepts:
a drop against the sea,
worthless dust,
nothing,
a small particle,
the soil at the Imam’s feet,
possessor of grace,
peasants against their master,
darkness in the face of light.

Rudolf Otto believes that the two elements of fear and
attraction about the sacred at the same time are the most
astonishing and remarkable phenomenon in the entire
history of religions. It is sacred, enigmatic, frightening,
attractive, sublime and soothing. Praise for the sacred is
not merely for its power, but it is for its merit for the
highest service and obedience. It is praiseworthy because
the sacred is the only one who is absolutely worthy of
worshiping in its absolute sense (Otto, 1996:30).
At this stage, being magnificent was defined as the
existence of a spiritual and sacred atmosphere, the
feeling of presence and Hierophany of the Imam, the
mystical attraction of the Imam, the feeling of spiritual
and psychological inferiority to Imam.

Second Stage (challenging stage)
Why does the mausoleum look magnificent?
Luxurious sacred art
At this stage, the researcher raised challenging and
paradoxical issues by referring to the increasing poverty,
widening of social gap and the growth of socio-economic
discrimination in Iranian society. In addition, the pilgrims
were reminded of the austere life of Shia Imams and
the holy prophet based on several hadiths and sayings.
For example, Imam Ali has a famous hadith about the
simplicity of the Prophet’s life:

Some pilgrims said:
Here, in front of the Imam and all his greatness,
I feel humiliated but I enjoy this feeling.
I feel I am nothing, but this nothingness gives
me a sense of security, because the Imam is here.

2 The 'wholly other', something which has no place in our
scheme of reality but belongs to an absolutely different one,
and which at the same time arouses an irrepressible interest
in the mind.

170

The Prophet (peace be upon him and his family)
used to eat on the ground and sit like a slave.
He repaired his shoe with his hand and likewise
patched his clothes. He would ride an unsaddled
ass and seat someone behind him. If there was a
curtain on his door with pictures on it, he would
say to one of his wives, ‘Take it away out of my
sight because if I look at it, I will then recall
the world and its allurements.’ Thus, he swayed
his heart away from this world and destroyed
its remembrance from his mind. He loved that
its allurements should remain hidden from his
eyes so that he would not secure any good outfit
from it. We should not regard this earthy world
as a place of stay and not hope to linger in it.
Consequently, he removed it from his mind, let
it go away from his heart and kept it hidden
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from his eyes. In the same way, he who hates a
thing should hate to look at it or to hear about it
(Nahjul-Balagha, Sermon 160)3.

Figure 4: Internal Decoration, Mausoleum of Imam
Reza, Mashhad, Iran

The deliberate posing of this challenging discussion, and
the participation of many pilgrims in it, led to their views
on issues such as the critique of poverty and the social
gap in Iran.4 This discussion was in fact an introduction
to re-ask the first question to analyse the pilgrim meaning
system, which led to different answers to the question
of the first stage. At this point, the researcher raised the
question (again): ‘What makes the tomb of the eighth
Imam look magnificent?’
From the pilgrims’ point of view, the magnificent
appearance of the tomb was mainly due to the widespread
use of ‘sacred art’, which had three general and important
aspects (see Figures 1-3):
1. Special architecture. From this point of view, the
main factor for the magnificence of the tomb was
its splendid engineering and architecture, with the
following features: huge dome-shaped structure,
the presence of tall and thick walls and columns,
Muqarnas roof, the use of Arabesque designs,
excellent architectural creativity.

Wikipedia image - https://tinyurl.com/4eb7vud5

3 In a famous hadith, Imam Ali, the first Shia Imam says:
Behold, by Him who split the grain (to grow) and
created living beings, if people had not come to me
and supporters had not exhausted the argument and if
there had been no pledge of Allah with the learned to
the effect that they should no acquiesce in the gluttony
of the oppressor and the hunger of the oppressed,
I would have cast the rope of Caliphate on its own
shoulders and would have given the 1st one the same
treatment as to the first one. Then you would have seen
that in my view this world of yours is not better than
the sneezing of a goat.

2. The abundant use of special artistic decorations. The
use of special lighting5, the presence of exquisite
mirrors, delicate and artistic plastering and beautiful
tile work.

4 In reply to this challenging question, some pilgrims took
a defensive stance and withdrew from the conversation. A
few pilgrims (6 people) pointed to these relatively common
sentences:
You have no right to question my religious principles
and beliefs.
I will not let you play with my beliefs or question them.
This is the only place in the world that calms me down,
you have no right to ruin it in my mind.
I do not care what politics is behind it. I just want to feel
the presence of the imam and the sense of security
he gives me, and the rest of it does not matter to me
at all.
Why do you ask this question in the first place? You
want to ruin people beliefs?
Are you a spy?’

3. The use of high quality, expensive and rare materials
in the structure. The presence of exquisite and
beautiful stone flooring, precious handmade carpets,
gold, and giant and magnificent chandeliers.
Eliade and Burckhardt believe that sacred art is imbued
with mystery and relies on the supernatural world
(Burckhardt, 1984). According to Eliade, one of the
most important human strategies for the emergence
and manifestation of religious and sacred abstractions
is through art. Art is an attempt to show and represent
the invisible sacred through visible beings (Burckhardt,
1984). This is especially true about the architecture of
5 The use of green light is considered a symbol of spirituality
and mysticism in the Shiite meaning system.
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sacred places. This sort of architecture transcends the
boundaries of simple biological needs and becomes an
attempt to embody an idea and a worldview. Such a
transcendental and heavenly building, which represents
spiritual symbols and elements, displays the narrow
boundary between the external world (the profane) and
the inside world (the sacred). When pilgrims arrive
in the sacred place, they are surrounded by meanings
posed to them by the sacred art. In this study, the sum
of these features made the pilgrims think of the shrine
as a luxurious and admirable building that is completely
out of reach of an ordinary person and its magnificence
represents the sacred.
The important point in the sacred art used in the tomb
is the simultaneous yet paradoxical representation of the
Imam being available and out of reach. The Imam himself
is a sacred entity, and from the point of view of many
pilgrims, the main manifestation of the Imam is in the
centre of this magnificent structure, namely the ḍarīḥ6.
One of the important features of the ḍarīḥ is that in addition
to the large amount of gold used in its construction, it has
eye-catching and delicate artistic decorations made by
great Iranian artists (mainly in Isfahan). It is considered
as one of the most expensive art masterpieces. The ḍarīḥ
is the heart of the Imam’s tomb and shrine, and therefore
one of the main efforts of pilgrims is to bless their body
or various objects by touching the ḍarīḥ. Although the
Imam is considered inaccessible due to his sacred status,
the golden ḍarīḥ serves as a short cut to feel his sacred
presence.
Jung believes that this kind of action (obtaining blessing
from relics) is an attempt to receive divine and spiritual
approval through a sacred relic. Using Otto’s concept of
the numinous, Jung believes that the sense of holiness
and sacred (for any reason) is a state that affects
6 Ḍarīḥ is a metal structure similar to a grille made of gold,
silver, copper, wood, etc. placed on the grave of an Imam,
children of an Imam or religious leaders. ‘Darih’ is an
Arabic word meaning ‘grave’ and ‘the cleft in the middle
of the grave’ is mentioned in Arabic dictionaries; however,
in Farsi, it refers to ‘a small room, box or a grille-shaped
structure made of iron or wood placed on the grave of
an Imam or children of Imam’. With its common Persian
meaning, in Lebanon, it is referred to as ‘Shubbak’ meaning
‘a net-like enclosure made of iron or wood’ and in Egypt it
is called ‘Maqsura’ commonly referring to ‘a place, room, or
small house’. (https://en.wikishia.net/view/Darih).

humans without their will being involved. From Jung’s
viewpoint, many religious rites are performed simply to
create a sacred and luminous effect through a voluntary
act. However, these behaviours always rely on faith in a
divine cause with external and concrete existence. The
Catholic Church, for example, performs the sacrament
in order to give believers the spiritual approval that is
unique to them. However, the ultimate goal of this action
is to attain divine approval (Jung, 2019). Otto also calls
blessings the ‘sanctifying grace’ (Gratia Sanctificans)
and believes that they are the result of performing rituals
of sacrament. As a matter of fact, a blessing is not limited
to body, but it may also include a blessing of the spirit
and soul through the presence of the sacred.
In addition to the above mentioned, which can be
considered an attempt to represent the sacred through art
and architecture, pilgrims considered the golden dome
as a symbol of the sun and its centrality in the galaxy.
Burckhardt states that in Islamic architecture, there is no
contradiction between the heaven and earth.
The dome of the holy shrine represents the
general spirit, and the octagon of the dome
placed underneath is a symbol of 8 angels
carrying the divine throne. The dome has a
circular shape which represents the movement
of the universe (Burckhardt, 1984:150).
In general, the pilgrims emphasised the aesthetic
elements of art, engineering and architecture used in the
construction of the tomb. They defined magnificence as
the application of ‘sacred luxurious art’.
Why is the tomb of the eighth Imam magnificent?
Political Spirituality’ and ‘Shia Religious
Economy’
This time the pilgrims believed that the main reason was
because of the ‘special type of Iranian political system’,
which has the following characteristics: a ‘religious
government’, in which ‘political Islam’ based on ‘Shia
political ideology’, plays a pivotal role. The main
concept in this political system is ‘the Guardianship of
the Islamic Jurist’. But what does this political system
have to do with the magnificence of a saint’s tomb?
The main answer is the type of Shia meaning system, in
which the Imam is not only a saint, but also the leader and
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focal point of political Islam, or ‘Iranian Islam’, in Henry
Corbin’s terms. According to Corbin, Iranian Shiism is a
mystical political approach pivoting around the belief in
Imamate and Wilayah. Wilayah is the deep devotion of
Iranian Shia believers in the Imam. The idea of Wilayah
is the idea of s piritual devotion but not the idea of c hurch
(Corben, 1999).

concept, all of which shape the mechanisms, techniques,
and procedures of truth formation. Truth, in the sense of
governmentality, relates to how truth operates through the
discourses and regimes of power in a particular society.
Truth and governmentality are formed and act together in
a single process, and the constructed knowledge controls
bodies and constructs mindsets (Foucault, 1972).

According to Corbin, Iranian Shiism, as a political and
meaning system, cannot be separated from the concept
of salvation, mysticism and liberation, the whole
responsibility of which lies with the Imam.

Foucault further associates spirituality with the concept
of ethical self-preservation, which is deeply connected
to politics. That is why he proposes the concept of ‘state
governmentality’ and builds on Habermas’s concept of
hegemony. Governing the people is always accompanied
by an innovative balance, with techniques that complete
and contradict each other. These techniques guide the
individual toward self-improvement and change, and
they guarantee the processes of improvement (Ghamari
Tabrizi, 2018).

Islam, as discerned by Shia believers, requires
a doctrine of salvation. Therefore, Shia Islam
represents the mysticism in Islam (Corbin, 1977:
xiii).
The Imam is a political, a social, a spiritual and a mystical
leader at the same time. This special leadership is included
in the concept of Wilayah. The fundamental difference
between the Shia and Sunni is Wilayah. Wilayah is an
inner phenomenon. From this point of view, the Imam
and the Qur’an are one soul in two bodies. Many Shia
hadiths have confirmed that the Qur’an is the silent
Imam and the Imam is the eloquent Qur’an. Therefore,
Imam is the guide, who should be referred to in order to
understand the esoteric and true meaning of the Qur’an
(Corbin, 1977).

Foucault believes that the Shia religion, in
particular, had been successful in bringing
about this fundamental change in individuals.
Their desire (Iranian revolutionaries) is to
modernize and reform their lives by returning
to the spirituality that they think it is found in
Shia Islam. Shia Islam was able to continuously
and actively create a political system, which
could last by ethical self-preservation and the
experience of worshipping (Ghamari Tabrizi,
2018:109).

The combination of the sacred and ordinary aspects
in the Shia political-mystical meaning system was
also considered by Michel Foucault. To describe this
seemingly paradoxical approach, Foucault uses the
concept of ‘political spirituality,’ a term he first used
to describe the 1979 Iranian Islamic Revolution. He
considered Shia Islam to be the source of this political
spirituality. Although he did not provide a clear
explanation of this concept, he believed that the spiritual
(a subject that gives way to a particular form of being)
displays the political power because the spiritual serves
as a construct of the subject through a set power relations
(Carrette, 2000).

In fact, according to Foucault, political spirituality
(especially in Iran) is a form of governmentality with
the aim of building a regime of power that claims to
build knowledge, truth and legitimacy via merging
with the spiritual (and even mystical according to
Corbin). Ultimately, it leads not only to the construction
of mindsets, but also to the control of bodies. In this
approach, religion is established as a political power
that puts people under a certain system of control. In
Foucault’s view, spirituality does not exist apart from
political structures, requirements and laws. (Carrette,
1999).

It is noteworthy that understanding Foucault’s political
spirituality is not possible without understanding the
concept of governmentality, which combines the three
elements of spirituality, morality, and politics into a single

This emphasis on the formation of truth, knowledge
and legitimacy was one of the points of interest for the
pilgrims. In their view, there is a kind of ‘political game’
for the ‘political exploitation’ of the magnificent tomb
of the eighth Imam by the Iranian government. The
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government pursues two types of internal and external
goals: the first goal includes justifying the legitimacy of
the government of Iran, facilitating and continuing the
process of political socialisation of the people, inducing
religious and political symbols, spreading political
propaganda, winning people’s trust, trying to strengthen
the political base of the government and propagating
Shia political spirituality and perfectionism. These issues
were referred to as the important aspects of representing
and reproducing political spirituality in the 8th Imam
tomb. An important concept that was directly introduced
by many pilgrims was the concept of ‘justifying the
religious aristocracy that ruled Iran.’ In their view, the
luxury of the tomb of an austere Imam can serve to justify
the aristocratic life of Iranian religious officials. As some
pilgrims said:
If the tomb of the eighth Imam is luxurious and
people get used to seeing the magnificent tomb,
the magnificence of Khomeini’s tomb in Tehran
will also be justified
When the palace of the 8th Imam becomes
normal, the palace of Iranian mullahs and
political officials will also be justified.
From this point of view, the most important external goal
of constructing and representing political spirituality in
the magnificent tomb of the Eighth Imam is to ‘represent
the power and magnificence of Shia’, which results from
the Shia minority status and its rivalry with the Sunni
government of the House of Saud in Saudi Arabia (as the
political and the spiritual rival of the Shia government
of Iran). From this point of view, one of the important
tools in this rivalry is the flourishing of religious tourism
and the construction of buildings that surpass the holy
buildings of Mecca and Medina. In addition, an important
part of this representation of power and competition is to
‘distinguish Shia from the Sunnis’ and to highlight the
elements of Shia identity through the architecture of a
luxurious building, which is a kind of representation of
both the ordinary and the sacred status of the Imam.
Another important concept in this regard is ‘Shia religious
economics’, which is based on economic activities for
attaining salvation and is one of the important ideological
foundations in Shia. Many pilgrims believed that an
important part of the Shia religious economy, which
plays an important role in the prosperity of religious

sites, especially the tomb of the Eighth Imam, is people
gifts and endowments thrown into the ḍarīḥ and also the
Imām’s Share.7
The magnificent tomb of the eighth Imam in Mashhad
is a sacred place to reproduce the construction of the
spirituality by the Iranian government. It also hosts the
efforts of this government to build and exchange the
goods of salvation, a concept invented by Max Weber
who uses it to explain the fusion of the normal and
the sacred or the use of normal tools to achieve sacred
purposes.
Weber uses salvation goods to describe social actions and
believes that these actions do not happen by accident, but
are entirely focused on value and meaning. As a meaning
system, religion plays an important role in creating and
directing these goals. Religion is also equipped with the
means to achieve goals because it is one of the most
important sources of meaning for human beings. The
goods of salvation, similar to goals, are presented and
defined by religion. Religion is a market to achieve these
goals. For Weber, social behaviours and even economic
tendencies (or what he calls economic ethics) are strongly
influenced by salvation goals and goods. These goals and
goods are entirely based on historical circumstances,
psychological needs as well as social stratification. The
goods of salvation are not merely transcendental, but
they are universal (Lang, 2007).
7 Imām's Share or Sahm al-Imām is a portion of khums
belonging to God, the Prophet and the Imam. Shiite jurists
take three (God, the Prophet, and his close relatives) out
of the six cases of the consumption of the khums to the
Imam, referring to it as Imam's share. The Imam's share
is also referred to as God's share, the Prophet's share, and
relatives' share. During the Occultation of the Imam the
Imam's share is received by Shiite authorities and is spent
for the propagation and reinforcement of Islam. Some Shiite
jurists believe that the Imam's share during the Occultation
should be spent in cases where the marja' thinks or knows
that the Imam would spend were he present, such as Islamic
seminaries, construction of mosques, libraries, schools, and
helping people in need. However, there are other views
about the Imam's share during the Occultation as well, such
as the cancellation of its obligation, the permissibility of
spending it for the Shi'as, paying it directly to sayyids in
need, paying it as charity, burying it, putting it aside until
the Imam reappears. After citing all these views, Ayatollah
Makarim comments that the view of the majority of recent
and contemporary scholars is that the marja' should spend
it in cases where he thinks the Imam is pleased to be spent
(https://en.wikishia.net/view/Imam's_Share).
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The use and construction of salvation goods in the tomb
of the eight Imam can be described by what Corbin calls
the combination of mysticism and politics in Iranian
Islam, or Foucault’s approach to political spirituality,
which is based on the inseparable fusion of the political
and the spiritual in a political-religious discourse. In fact,
Iranian Islam, which is the dominant political discourse
in Iran, refers to the provision of salvation goods, which
is based on the attainment of spiritual salvation through
social and political solutions. One of the main pillars of
this approach is the fusion of politics and religion.
Weber emphasises two important facts about the
production and exchange of salvation goods: First, the
promise and metaphors of salvation that come from the
heart of salvation-based religions create shadows in
people’s minds that affect people’s motivation and shape
the overall relationship between all meaningful actions.
The important point is that this effect is not achieved
through individual goals of salvation or through mere
promises. Rather, it is achieved through the realisation
of collective salvation through social action. Second, the
goods of salvation do not have isolated existences. They
imply a particular worldview, and certain ways based on
religion. As a worldview, this system is a religious symbol
that determines which situation should be sad or joyful
for an individual or a group. The system determines what
they should be saved from, and therefore what salvation
means. For example, the worldview considers political
and social slavery as the main problem, and it proposes
the promised land and domination over political enemies
as the tool of salvation. If the worldview recognises the
main problem in an endless stream of reincarnation, the
final solution may be considered an attempt to break out
of this cycle (Nirvana in Buddhism) (Weber, 1978).
Therefore, what is important about the magnificent tomb
of the eighth Imam is its representation as a place for
the construction and reproduction of political spirituality.
Another important point is the exchange of goods of
salvation based on the unique feature of the Shia meaning
system (political and spiritual fusion), and achieving
spiritual salvation through the strategies of collective
action. The fact is that neither worship nor pilgrimage
(even in a way that is considered very individual) is
individual and personal in this meaning system. The
Imam, as a spiritual saint, shall not be considered in
isolation from his socio-political position.

Conclusion
Shiism is a discourse and a system of meaning, and
Imamate and Wilayah serve as its focal point and transform
all the elements and signs into meaningful concepts. The
Imam represents both the sacred (the chosen saint) and
the profane (the socio-political leader). He is the provider
of spiritual salvation and socio-political liberation, and
therefore is similar to the prophet Solomon, who was
simultaneously in charge of the spiritual guidance and
kingdom of his people. Therefore, one of the holiest
places in the world for Shia believers is a place where the
Imam or even his children and grandchildren are buried,
such as the tomb of the eighth Imam of the Shia and
Astan Quds Razavi. This tomb builds secular and sacred
meanings. One of the most important ways to represent
these meanings is through the luxurious sacred art that
has been used in all the components of the tomb.
Since the constructionist epistemological approach
is based on a relativistic and non-essentialist view of
existing reality, the researcher is obliged to go through
the multiple meaning layers of a reality to understand
its hidden meaning. The magnificence of the eighth
Imam tomb is an external reality that the researcher,
regardless of trying to judge it, was trying to understand.
The researcher was also interested in knowing the
mental representation of the pilgrims in relation to the
magnificence of the tomb. Therefore, direct presence
in the tomb as a pilgrim and conducting interactive and
participatory interviews (45 interviews) was the best way
to understand the pilgrims’ answers to these questions:
why do they think the tomb of the eighth Imam is
magnificent and what does magnificence mean here?
Given the qualitative approach and the constructionist
epistemological foundation of this research, the
Constructing Grounded Theory Method (Charmaz, 2014)
was used to analyse the data. The final results indicate
that from the viewpoint of pilgrims, the main reason for
the magnificence of the tomb was the construction and
representation of political spirituality and the efforts of
the religious government of Iran to build and exchange
goods of salvation. The truth is that the pilgrim in this
magnificent tomb faces the sacred and infallible saint
who is also a political leader, who had been martyred
to carry out a divine political mission to guide and save
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the Islamic society. In general, the religious-political
discourse of Iranian politics is associated with a kind of
mysticism and spirituality that Foucault calls political
spirituality and Corbin calls Iranian Islam. From the
viewpoint of the pilgrims, this political spirituality is the
most important reason for the magnificent construction
of Imam Reza’s tomb in Mashhad, Iran. Accordingly, the
magnificence of this tomb is a result of the continuous
effort of Iranian religious governments in producing
spirituality and salvation goods. That is because the
survival of this political system relies on the construction
and reproduction of elements of religious identity and the
religious political socialisation of citizens.
The Iranian religious government offers ‘goods of
salvation’ (in Weber’s words) not only in the tomb
of the eighth Imam, but in its entire discourse system.
This is the term that Max Weber uses to describe how
transcendental goals are achieved using secular means.
For Weber, salvation goods are a goal or a means to an
end offered by religion. They are included in a specific
worldview and a system of actions. Goods of salvation
are the representation of religious values 
through
human actions. They imply a particular worldview, and
refer to certain ways of religious life. As a worldview,
this system is a religious symbol that determines what
situation should be sad or joyful for an individual or a
group. The system determines what they should be saved
from, and therefore what salvation means. For example,
the worldview considers political and social slavery as
the main problem, and it proposes the promised land and
domination over political enemies as the tool of salvation.

From the pilgrims’ point of view, the tomb or shrine of
the Eighth Imam is a sacred place for constructing and
exchanging the goods of salvation. This may happen in
any sacred place in the world. However the difference
is that, according to Henry Corbin, salvation is strongly
tied to identity, and political and social action in the
Shiite meaning system. As the leader of this system,
the Imam is responsible for both spiritual salvation
and political liberation. From this point of view,
political spirituality of the government accounts for the
magnificent construction of the tomb of the eighth Imam
and its transformation into one of the most expensive
buildings in the world. It is a place for offering goods
of salvation. Receiving the goods of salvation requires
believing in the discourse of Shia political spirituality.
This is because the pilgrim remembers well that he/she is
visiting the tomb of a saint who is a martyr and mediator
of grace, even when he/she is non-political and impartial
to politics and government. According to Foucault, the
renewal and reformation of the material and spiritual life
of the followers is possible through this socio-political
leader, and only through his spiritual and socio-political
experience. By acknowledging the representation,
guidance, and construction of this spiritual and political
experience, the existing religious-political discourse has
found a unique nature in the world’s political systems.
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